Mead Johnson Critical Care Symposium for the Practising Surgeon. 5. The diagnosis and management of common soft-tissue infections.
Soft-tissue bacterial infections range from the superficial, relatively benign form, readily treated by oral administration of antibiotics, to the highly lethal variety which requires extensive surgical débridement, administration of broad-spectrum antibiotics and patient monitoring in the intensive care unit. The key to patient survival in the latter group is early diagnosis and treatment. Those at risk of serious infections include diabetic and cirrhotic patients and trauma victims who have been treated either surgically or medically. In addition to awareness of the possibility of serious infection, x-ray films of the soft tissue to show gas, aspiration of fluid collections for Gram's staining and local incision of the tissue to inspect fascia and muscle are all useful aids in diagnosis. This review attempts to classify soft-tissue infections and to recommend an approach to diagnosis and management.